Releasing Youth into Contemplative Action
In an interview about his book, Contemplative Youth Ministry, Mark Yaconelli said: “One of the misunderstandings of contemplative youth ministry is that the goal is to make kids candle-loving monks. Prayer, solitude and silence are necessary for a Christian life but the results of prayer and listening is that we know better how to act, how to engage, how to serve and befriend others. In one church that I worked with as the adult leaders spent more time listening and waiting on God in the midst of young people what they began to discern was that their kids were over scheduled, stressed out, and burdened with expectations. Through prayer and listening they began to hear that the best way to communicate the life and freedom of Jesus was to let-go of some of the heavy times of Bible study and worship and instead take the kids bowling.”
“So. Do we need to throw out the old fun and games approach to youth ministry? I would say “no.” We need to be more discerning of when fun and games are needed, when silence and prayer are needed, when teaching and study is needed. We need to be more attentive to the spirit so that our programs are more responsive to the needs of youth and the guiding of the Holy Spirit. What helps us to be attentive to God and young people. For me, I’ve found that listening forms of prayer, in the community of others, helps us to be more discerning of God’s call and leading. That’s contemplative youth ministry.”

“My work in contemplative youth ministry has been about seeking to ground "activist" youth workers in prayer, discernment and community. Sometimes people characterize contemplative youth ministry as too inward focused, and yet they forget that our target audience is busy, active youth ministers. When you take people who regularly spend time in the public square (meeting kids, ministering to families, interacting with the culture) and then slow them down, invite them to listen in prayer and silence...something breaks open. It seems to me that the Jesus-life breaks forth in us when we're in that tension between prayer and service, solitude on the mountain and chaos in the streets.”

“In a contemplative approach to ministry everything begins in prayer and discernment. All of our actions come out of listening to the Spirit and then following what you hear. My experience is that when we listen in prayer we're not drawn into isolation but rather our eyes are opened to the way in which God is weaving us together in community with people we previously considered "different" or "other." Real contemplation, real prayer and listening to the Spirit of Jesus leads to authentic action, action that isn't about our own ego or need to prove ourselves, action that is rooted and grounded in love.”

In another interview, Mark was asked: I wonder if you could share a story about a time when you encountered the compassion and love of Christ incarnate in a young person. Here is how he answered: “I have many, many examples...most of them very convicting. One of the most powerful examples, however, was in a UCC church in Linton, Indiana. There was a kind, patient man who worked as a farmer and volunteered in the youth ministry. One night he came home and found his wife had packed her bags and left him for another man. Six months later his crops suffered from a rare mite infestation and he lost his crops. Depressed and distraught, he drove into town, got drunk, was pulled over by the cops on the way home and given a DUI. Two weeks later the church council heard about the incident and asked him to step down from his volunteer activities with the youth group. They thought he'd be a bad role model for the kids with the drunk driving citation. He showed up to the youth group and told them that he would no longer be volunteering. He apologized for his behavior and then left the group. After he left the kids started talking. "Wasn't Jesus all about forgiveness?" "Don't we all make mistakes?" They decided to go to the leadership council and reinstate the farmer as a youth volunteer. The church agreed with the youth. The youth group showed up at the farmer's house and told him the news. He wrote me a letter relating the story and said he had never experienced God's grace and love as much as he did the night the youth group came to his house and celebrated his reinstatement as a ministry volunteer.”
At igniteYOUTH in Johannesburg, we are working with the following process to identify action for youth:
1. Challenge youth to make their lives count.

2. Share examples of people who have made a difference in the world.

3. Allow youth to consider needs or issues to address in their world.

4. Prayerfully discern what God is leading the group to go after.

5. Design appropriate action to involve youth in hands on service.
The following article significantly made us rethink our approach to ministry and the importance of involving youth in hands-on service opportunities:
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WACO, Texas (ABP) -- Serving meals to homeless people at a church-sponsored shelter can have a greater impact than sitting in a pew every Sunday morning on how a teenager’s faith develops, a new study has concluded. “Involvement in community service is far more significant to the faith development of teens than involvement in worship,” said Michael Sherr, assistant professor in the School of Social Work at Baylor University.

But volunteer service in faith-motivated ministries to meet human needs has a direct impact on how involved teenagers become in a variety of religious practices -- including worship, Bible study and prayer, he noted. “The best scenario is involvement in worship and prayer, living out faith through service, followed by time committed to study and reflection,” he said. “The ideal is preaching the gospel and doing the gospel together.”

Sherr worked with two colleagues in the School of Social Work -- Dean Diana Garland and Associate Dean Dennis Myers -- and Terry Wolfer from the University of South Carolina on a study that examined how community service is related to the faith maturity and faith practices of adolescents in churches.

As part of a larger study funded by the Lilly Endowment, the researchers surveyed 631 adolescents from 35 Protestant churches in six states. They found an indisputable link between community service, faith maturity and faith practices. “The fact is that service that gives kids a sense of meaning and purpose in their lives has a profound impact on their faith,” Garland said. “Faith is deepened when they feel called out to do something. Far more than recreational activities or retreats -- or even Bible study and worship -- it really matures their faith.”

That realization should make a difference in the way churches seek to reach teens and help them develop as Christians, she noted. “Churches have tended to see service as an add-on. This study suggests they might think of it at the heart of ministry -- as a way of engaging young people who are looking for their lives to have meaning and purpose and who find it pouring themselves out in response to the needs of others,” she said.

It also offers a way for churches to influence the lives of young people who may be reluctant to attend worship services or Sunday school classes but who are willing to join their friends in volunteer service, Sherr added.

If mature Christian adults work alongside teenagers and help them process what they learn through service, those teachable moments can make a profound impact on teens, he noted. “Their faith is developing, and they don’t have to be in pews to do it,” Sherr said.

The greater the interaction between teenagers and the people who receive ministry -- and the deeper the relationship between the teens and adult Christian mentors -- the more profound the impact on faith development, Garland added. “It’s a continuum,” she noted.

A one-day project cleaning up a city park, where teens work alongside adult role models, can have some impact. However, a project that puts teens in direct contact with people in need -- such as volunteering in a homeless shelter or building a Habitat for Humanity house -- makes a deeper impression. And ongoing contact with the same people over a long time, such as making Meals on Wheels deliveries or regularly visiting particular nursing-home residents has the greatest potential for shaping faith, she explained. “In the depth of relationships, young people learn to find God in one another,” Garland said. “It’s the interaction that matters. We learn faith not only by acquiring knowledge, but -- more significantly -- through relationships.”

In their report, the researchers concluded: “Involvement in authentic service to real needs, alongside parents or other adults whenever possible, accompanied by reflection on the connections between service experiences and religious teachings and other practices -- perhaps with some pizza and ‘fun’ mixed in -- can serve as a fruit-bearing path for ministry to teenagers.

Moreover, this approach to ministry treats teenagers as partners in ministry rather than objects of ministry, an important and empowering distinction for developing new generations of spiritual leaders for today as well as tomorrow.”

